competitor, yet the friendship between Byron and Shelley is celebrated as one of the closest in English literary history and provides an intriguing focus for reflections on friendship in general. Its origins were not promising. A fervent admirer of Byron's poetry, Shelley had sent him a copy of his own Queen Mab after it had been privately published in 1813, but had not had any direct response. It was only thanks to Claire Clairmont that he really came to Byron's notice. She had accompanied Shelley and Mary Godwin when they eloped to the continent together in July 1814, and from then on was their semi-permanent companion. The three of them often made an uneasy trio. In accordance with his free love principles, Shelley had in 1815 made a brief attempt to establish a quartet by introducing into the group his friend, Jefferson Hogg, but by March 1816 Claire Clairmont had decided that it was time for her to rival her stepsister and find her own poet. Without having met Byron before, she made a direct approach, offering herself as a young woman who had fallen in love with him through reading his poetry and who was free of parental control. After a few preliminary contacts, she suggested ways in which it would be most convenient for the two of them to spend the night of 20 April together. This was a day before Byron finally agreed to his wife's demand for a legal separation and only a few more before he headed off for Switzerland. Knowing his destination, Claire Clairmont persuaded Shelley and Mary Godwin to go there also, which is why the first meeting between Byron and Shelley took place on 27 May 1816, not in England, but on the shores of Lake Geneva.
Byron came to feel that Claire Clairmont had forced herself on him, and the more he saw of her the less he enjoyed her company. The way she had tracked him down in Geneva could well have prejudiced him against Shelley, but in fact the two men took to each other immediately and, in the period between their first meeting and the return of the Shelley party to England at the end of August, they spent much of their time together. It is not easy now to know quite why they got on so well. They were both English gentlemen ( public school and Oxbridge), and both on the radical side in politics, deploring Waterloo in so far as it meant the restoration of so many anciens régimes. But perhaps more important was that they both knew what it was to be a social pariah, Byron because of the rumours of incest and homosexuality which were rife at the time his wife was trying to separate from him, and Shelley because he had been expelled from Oxford for publishing 'The Necessity of Atheism' and had left behind a wife and two children in order to elope with Mary Godwin. It clearly excited Shelley to become intimate with a poet who had been made famous by the first two cantos of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, and one has to assume that Byron found Shelley's conversation unusually stimulating and well informed. Given that Byron was so successful, and more than four years older than Shelley, one might have expected him to be the dominant partner and become, to invoke another if rather different literary friendship, the Wordsworth to Shelley's Coleridge. But the reverse is true. It is startling how strong Shelley's influence was on his fellow poet while they were both in Switzerland. Byron had previously, for example, not thought much of Wordsworth, finding his 'simple' poetry silly and many of his ruminations on Nature incomprehensible. Although Shelley disapproved as much as Byron did of the shift of all the Lake poets to the political right, he understood how important Wordsworth's poetry was and, as Byron would later complain, dosed his new friend with it 'even to nausea'.
2 He not only succeeded in persuading Byron to admire certain poems but, remarkably enough, to include in the third canto of Childe Harold, which he was then writing, several stanzas distinctly 'Wordsworthian' in character. 3 The influence of Shelley is also easy to detect in the notes Byron provided for the third canto. In the last week of June the two men sailed around Lake Geneva together, visiting the sites where the action of Rousseau's Julie, ou la Nouvelle Héloïse takes place. Commenting in a note on two of these sites (Clarens and Meillerie), Byron talks of the spirit of love with which they are invested. This is love 'in its most extended and sublime capacity', that 'great principle of the universe which is there more condensed, but not less manifested, and of which, though knowing ourselves a part, we lose our individuality, and mingle in the beauty of the whole'. As has often been observed, phrases like these are pure Shelley, 'pure' being an appropriate word for their transcendentalism. Less remarked on is the way his voice can also be clearly heard when Byron talks in his notes about the 'bower' in Clarens which had been designated as the place where in Julie the heroine receives her first kiss, but which had been ploughed up by the local monks to make way for a vineyard. This was an act, Byron complains, of 'brutal selfishness', committed by 'the drones of an execrable superstition '. 4 In one of the speeches Byron made in the House of Lords before leaving England, he had argued for the emancipation of Irish Catholics from legal constraints and made fun of those who talked of the 'damnable idolatry of the Papists'. 5 The soft spot he had for Catholicism would reappear later in his life, but in 1816 it was hardened over with the vehemence of Shelley's militant atheism.
Shelley had a powerful if temporary effect on Byron, but it was nowhere near enough for his proselytising nature. Shortly after his trip on the lake, he wrote to his friend Peacock to say that Byron was 'an exceedingly interesting person', but to regret that he was a 'slave to the vilest & most vulgar prejudices'. Announcing that, along with Mary and Claire, he would be leaving Geneva for a short time in order to take a trip to Chamonix and would therefore not see Byron for a few days, he said that this was a circumstance I cannot avoid regretting as he has shown me great kindness, & as I had some hope that an intercourse with me would operate to weaken those superstitions of rank & wealth & revenge & servility to opinion with which he, in common with most men, is so poisonously imbued. Shelley found a lot to reform in his new friend. What he objected to particularly, in addition to those weaknesses mentioned here, was Byron's hopelessness, his sense of the futility of all human endeavour. Writing in September, after his return to England, he urged him to 'be persuaded with Coleridge that "Hope is a most awful duty, the nurse of all other virtues"'. 7 There is no evidence that Byron objected to being lectured in this way. Commenting on the behaviour of the two men after the trip round the lake, Richard Holmes has claimed that both 'said one thing to each other's faces and another behind each other's backs'. chiefly associated with the American civil war. Byron knew it as the name that the 64-year-old English mystic Joanna Southcote had fixed on for the new messiah to whom, in 1814, she had announced she would shortly be giving birth (she disappointed her followers by dying three months after the expected birth date). Yet that Shelley was Shiloh for Byron, or that he dosed him with Wordsworth, did not in any way diminish Byron's liking for him.
Some relationships are based on congruity: people get on well together because there is little divergence in their interests and opinions; but there is no reason why two men with very different views cannot be close friends. There was a brief period when Shelley strongly influenced Byron's thinking, but the more contact they had with each other, the more important differences between them emerged. The catalyst for defining them was Claire Clairmont, and the outcome of Byron's affair with her. By July 1816 it was clear that she was pregnant, and in January 1817 she gave birth to a baby who was almost certainly Byron's daughter. It had been agreed that this child should be brought up by Byron, because its prospects in life would then be so much brighter; and that Claire should make periodic visits, perhaps in the guise of an aunt. But the implementation of this arrangement proved difficult and contentious, and it would always provide a troubled background to the friendship between Byron and Shelley.
After the period in Switzerland, the poets were together on three more occasions. Shelley made an extended visit to Byron in Venice in the late summer and autumn of 1818; he went to see him again in Ravenna in August 1821; and from November of that year until May 1822 Byron went to live in Pisa, where Shelley had already been settled for a while. Shelley's Venice visit occurred soon after Claire's daughter, Allegra, had been transferred into Byron's care (he lent Shelley, Mary, and Claire a summer villa he had rented in Este, outside Venice, so that they could spend time there with Allegra, but also so that he would not have to see the child's mother). Over a year later, Claire Clairmont began to feel that her daughter was not being looked after properly and told Byron that she wanted Allegra to spend the summer with her in Pisa. Writing to the man who had acted for him as an intermediary with Claire, the British consul in Venice, Richard Hoppner, Byron said that he would not send Allegra back to her mother and the Shelleys because 'I so totally disapprove of the mode of Children's treatment in their family'. Instead, he would send her to school in England at the appropriate time or 'put her in a Convent for education'; but he would not give her up 'to perish of Starvation, and green fruit' (a reference to Shelley's vegetarianism) or 'be taught to believe there is no Deity'. About a year after this episode, Byron did place Allegra in a convent school near Ravenna and elicited a furious response from the person he would refer to as her 'atheistical mother '. 11 In the process of responding, he told Hoppner, 'You know ( perhaps more than I do) that to allow the Child to be with her mother -& with them & their principles -would be absolute insanity.' 12 The phrase in brackets alludes to a complication which had emerged between Shelley's Venice and Ravenna trips. Hoppner had been told by a servant who had once worked for Shelley that when Claire had been in Este she was already pregnant by him and that she had given birth to his child in Naples in February 1819. Scholars have established that Shelley did indeed register the birth of an Elena Adelaide Shelley in Naples around that time and that this child died in June of the following year; but no one has been able to discover whether the mother was in fact Claire. 13 Although he was suspicious of the source of the information Hoppner gave him, Byron was inclined to believe it, not because (as Fiona MacCarthy claims) he was 'always eager to spread the worst calumnies about the Shelleys' mores' but because, knowing Shelley's views on sexual matters, 'it was just like them '. 14 But what is important is that he refused to allow it to change his feeling for Shelley. He was able to make a clear separation between principles with which he did not agree and an individual holding them whom he liked and esteemed. This is evident in a letter he wrote in June 1821 concerning information Shelley had given him about his publisher John Murray. He believed what Shelley had reported, he said, because 'he was truth itself & honour itself -notwithstanding his out-of-the-way notions about religion'. 15 But it is clearer still in his reply to Tom Moore, who had suggested that Shelley's bad influence could be detected in Byron's poetic drama Cain, a work which had attracted charges of irreligion. 'As to poor Shelley', he wrote, who is another bugbear to you and the world, he is, to my knowledge, the least selfish and mildest of men -a man who has made more sacrifices of his fortune and his feelings for others than any I ever heard of. With his speculative opinions I have nothing in common, nor desire to have. If Shelley found it much less easy than Byron to separate the individual, with whatever admirable personal qualities he might possess, from the opinions he held, it was in part because of the different role opinion played in his life. Deeply pessimistic, Byron believed that 'the infinite variety of lives conduct but to death, and the infinity of wishes lead but to disappointment '. 17 In that case, what a man believed was perhaps not so important. For Shelley, on the other hand, opinions mattered supremely because they could help to transform the world and lead to a better life for all. He dramatised this divergence in Julian and Maddalo, a poem which resulted from his seeing Byron in Venice and in which he contrasted what has been called his own meliorism with the fatalistic attitudes of his friend. At the same time, he went out of his way, in a prefatory note to the poem, to indicate how no one could be 'more gentle, patient and unassuming' in social life than Byron (thinly disguised as Count Maddalo), and insist that he was 'cheerful, frank and witty'.
18 These phrases contradict Benita Eisler's claim that Byron 'never allowed Shelley to forget the distance that separated a peer of the realm from a mere scion of the landed gentry ', 19 but also suggest what is evident from other documents of the time: that he was very pleased to see Byron again and got on with him as well as ever. Yet just as after the trip round Lake Geneva he had criticised Byron to Peacock so now, after the weeks he had spent in Venice, he responded to Peacock's complaint about the 'black bile' in the recently published fourth canto of Childe Harold by saying that the spirit in which that poem was written was 'if insane, the most wicked and mischievous insanity that was ever put forth'. It was, he elaborated, 'a kind of obstinate and self-willed folly in which [Byron] hardened himself. I remonstrated with him in vain on the tone of mind from which such a view arises.' Byron's hopelessness was all the more culpable, Shelley added, because it arose, not from any philosophical source, but from the dissolute life he was living in Venice.
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By the time of Shelley's visit to Ravenna an important change had taken place in Byron's circumstances. He had abandoned promiscuity and was leading a relatively settled life as the lover of Teresa Guiccioli. a great improvement 'in genius in temper in moral views', and it was one that could be detected in his latest writing (canto V of Don Juan) which contained 'not a word which the most rigid assertor of the dignity of human nature could desire to be cancelled'. 21 There were still important issues on which Shelley knew that he and Byron remained opposed; but as time passed he appears to have reconciled himself to not being able to change his friend's mind on them. Writing to Horace Smith about Moore's charge that he had influenced Byron in the writing of Cain, he asked Smith to point out to Moore that he had not 'the smallest influence' over Byron in religious matters; if he had, he went on characteristically, 'I certainly should employ it to eradicate from his great mind the delusions of Christianity'. 22 The way Shelley reconciled himself to not having quite the influence over Byron that he had initially hoped he might have is perhaps also evident in the fact that, shortly after leaving Ravenna, and much to the disgust of Claire Clairmont, he had told Byron how he and Mary believed that, in the circumstances, it was perfectly right to have placed Allegra in a convent school. Yet if difference of opinion was increasingly less of a bar to friendship with Byron, there was still another, formidable, problem which had been present from the beginning. This is glimpsed in the details of what Shelley had to say to Mary about canto V of Don Juan. He thought the poem 'astonishingly fine', one which 'set Byron not above but far above all the poets of the day', and that every word had about it 'the stamp of immortality'. 'I despair of rivalling Lord Byron', he complained, 'as well I may: and there is no other with whom it is worth contending.'
23 From these last words especially, it is clear that, for him, it was no use waiting to be king of the cats when he could not be crowned right away.
Shelley's relationship with Byron was deeply paradoxical. On the one hand, he evinced towards him a sense of moral and intellectual superiority by always assuming that his own views on certain crucial matters were 21 Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ii. 322. 22 Ibid., ii. 412. Most treatments of the friendship between Byron and Shelley are unsatisfactory because they are partisan. In the one book exclusively devoted to the topic, John Buxton says of Shelley's remarks about canto V that they are 'without a trace of jealousy'. See Byron and Shelley: The History of a Friendship (London 1968) p. 153. This is a startling judgement, and one which would seem to be contradicted by Shelley's telling Leigh Hunt on 10 April 1822 that he had done wrong 'in carrying this jealousy of my Lord Byron into his loan to you' (Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ii. 405). The best synoptic treatment of the topic I have found is Charles E. Robinson, Shelley and Byron: The Snake and the Eagle Wreathed in Flight (Baltimore 1976), although that is largely a literary study. 23 Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ii. 322 (my italics).
undoubtedly right and that it was his duty to persuade his friend to share them. On the other, the hero-worship he had brought to Switzerland never left him, and he was simultaneously dazzled and intimidated by Byron's talent. In the prefatory note to Julian and Maddalo, he refers to Byron as a 'person of consummate genius' and suggests that it was from 'a comparison of his own extraordinary mind with the dwarfish intellects that surround him' that he derived 'an intense apprehension of the nothingness of life'. 24 Byron would have found this explanation of his pessimism incomprehensible, and if he saw the sonnet which Shelley dedicated to him sometime later it would have embarrassed him. This begins 'If I esteemed you less, Envy would kill j Pleasure', and in the sestet Shelley makes the barely coherent claim that the nature of his respect for Byron's 'well-won prosperity and power' means that he cannot regret that the man now writing about them has an 'unhonoured name'. 'The worm beneath the sod', the sonnet ends, 'May lift itself in worship to the God.' 25 The suggestion of violently conflicting feelings in this poem can also be found in a letter which Shelley wrote to Peacock at about the same time as the one to Mary in which he despairs of ever rivalling Byron. After describing to Peacock what life in Ravenna with Byron was like, he concludes, I write nothing, and probably shall write no more. It offends me to see my name classed among those who have no name. If I cannot be something better, I had rather be nothing, . . . My motive was never the infirm desire of fame; and if I should continue an author, I feel that I should desire it. This cup is justly given to one only of an age; indeed, participation would make it worthless: and unfortunate they who seek and find it not.
26
Shelley is usually very clear in his correspondence, but here one might ask how a person with no name can be known in that capacity. It may be that the obscurity of the final sentence can in part be rescued by taking 'participation' in the Johnsonian sense of sharing, but even in that case the logical status of the final clause remains uncertain. Byron was an enormously popular writer, whereas those poems which Shelley wrote after his stay in Switzerland, and which are now considered so important, remained either unpublished or were very poorly received. The combination of admiration and envy which he felt for Byron was bound to trouble his friendly feelings towards him, especially when the relatively brief period the two poets had spent together in Venice and Ravenna was succeeded by the much longer one in Pisa. Envy was not, however, the only problem which then inhibited the kind of relationship they had enjoyed in Switzerland. When members of the Guiccioli family had been expelled from Ravenna because of their political activities, Shelley had been instrumental in persuading both Teresa and Byron to come to Pisa. He wanted to live in close contact with Byron once again, but he also had a scheme for using Byron's money to bring Leigh Hunt over from England so that the three of them could collaborate on a new, liberal, journal. The presence of both Byron and Shelley in the same town attracted to it a number of young men with literary aspirations, and it was with them, as well as with Shelley, that Byron went pistol-shooting and organised a series of all-male dinners. In Geneva, Shelley had had Byron more or less to himself, but in Pisa he felt out of place, describing to one correspondent how, at the dinners Byron organised, 'my nerves are generally shaken to pieces by sitting up, contemplating the rest making themselves vats of claret etc. till 3 o'Clock in the morning'. 28 To this new difficulty was added the resurgence of the old one of Allegra. Shelley had approved the decision to send her to a convent school near Ravenna, but he thought that when Byron came to Pisa he would bring her with him. By this time Claire Clairmont was living in Florence and no longer with the Shelleys (if she had been, Byron would have been unlikely to have set foot there); but that was not too far away for her to have relatively easy access to her daughter if Allegra could be placed in a school, or with a family, in the Pisan district. Shelley appears to have raised the issue with Byron, but without success, and the whole matter led to what was in his mind a crisis in their relationship. In February 1822 he wrote an urgent note to Claire in which he talked of the vital importance of putting an end to his intimacy with Byron.
No sentiments of honour or justice restrain him (as I strongly suspect) from the basest insinuations, and the only mode in which I could effectively silence him I am reluctant (even if I had proof ) to employ during my father's life. The insinuations referred to here would appear to involve Shelley's past relations with Claire, and the way the letter continues strongly suggests that the 'mode' in which he thought he might silence Byron was a duel (his own possible death in which might, while his father still lived, leave his family destitute).
There were strong pressures on Shelley's friendship with Byron while they were both in Pisa; yet he had no need to attend Byron's dinners, and the difficulty of Allegra had been overcome before. What would never go away was the envy he felt for Byron. In May 1822 he summed up one aspect of his feelings when he wrote to Horace Smith, 'I have lived too long near the sun & the sun has extinguished the glowworm.'
30 The month before he had told Leigh Hunt that he had been wrong to suspect Byron of spreading rumours about himself and Claire, although
Certain it is, that Lord Byron has made me bitterly feel the inferiority which the world has presumed to place between us and which subsists nowhere in reality but in our own talents, which are not our own but Nature's -or in our rank, which is not our own but Fortune's.
31
Like the letter to Peacock in which Shelley complains of being classed among those whose names are unknown, this is strangely confusing for a usually clear-thinking letter writer, and indicative of the emotional turmoil which contemplation of Byron's success tended to arouse in Shelley. To object to the world basing its estimation of others on rank is reasonable because inheriting a title is a matter of good fortune; but if this same world is not to reward talent what other, more appropriate, criteria are there? Of course, when a close friend is much more successful than oneself there is always the option of deciding that the talent being rewarded is flawed or unreal and that the world has no taste. But Shelley was caught between the rock of his admiration for Byron's genius and the hard place of his resentment that Byron did so well while he himself was such a failure.
Eisler believes that 'appeals on Claire's behalf only caused Byron's loathing of her to seep into his feelings for Shelley', 32 yet there is no evidence of this in Pisa, nor that he was aware of a crisis in their relationship. It is true, however, that, in the first half of 1822, Byron had a good deal else to contend with. In March, he was involved with a party of friends that included Shelley and Teresa Guiccioli's brother, Pietro, in a brawl in which a local soldier was badly hurt and following which Teresa's family would be exiled once again. The next month, news arrived from Allegra's convent that she had died there of a fever. But in any case Byron would have found it hard to detect the root cause of a discomfort in his presence which Shelley might now have begun to manifest. Phyllis Grosskurth has suggested (in a slightly different context) that Shelley 'lived completely in a world of the imagination with no hankering to impress anyone' while Byron 'always swanked beyond his means'.
33 Whatever the grounds for this dubious claim, professional envy was a vice from which he was remarkably free. He was always able to take a genuine, uncomplicated pleasure in the success of friends who were also writers. One could put this down to his good nature, or to his having in the past enjoyed so much success that he had no need to resent what came to others. But one could attribute it also to his never having put a very high premium on what he often called 'scribbling': that it was never the significant, worldchanging activity it was for Shelley. He admired his friend's talents, telling one of the literary young men who made up the Pisan group that Shelley had 'more poetry in him than any man living; and if he were not so mystical, and would not write Utopias & set himself up as a Reformer, his right to rank as a poet, & very highly too, could not fail to be acknowledged'. 34 But it was the man himself who mattered, as he made clear when he wrote to Murray in August 1822, less than a month after Shelley drowned, 'You are all brutally mistaken about Shelley who was without exception -the best and least selfish man I ever knew, -I never knew one who was not a beast in comparison.'
35 This was only marginally more eulogistic than the way in which Byron had always spoken about Shelley (although not his principles) while he was still living.
Byron consistently displayed warm feeling towards Shelley, with whom he enjoyed what would normally be regarded as a close friendship. Yet this was an interpretation he rejected only three or four months after Shelley's death. It was an additional misfortune of this event that it coincided with the long-delayed arrival in Italy of Leigh Hunt, accompanied by his wife and six children. Byron felt obliged to house and support the Hunt family as best he could and to press on with the launching of a liberal journal, in part because it had been conceived as a way of making Hunt financially independent. But he found it all something of a burden, complaining to Murray that 'his wife is ill -his six children are not very tractable & in the affairs of the world he is a child'. Since Lord Clare was an adolescent passion of Byron's at Harrow and he had scarcely seen him since, his statement here is tantamount to saying that he had no friends at all, and was as friendless as the proverbially solitary cat (crowned or uncrowned). His words emerge from the irritations of a particular situation but are also perhaps a consequence of one of those black moods in which the meaning and value of life crumbles away, precisely the kind of hopelessness for which Shelley criticised him when he said that hope was the nurse of all other virtues. In that bleak perspective, real friendship, like that between David and Jonathan, for example, or Orestes and Pylades, was something he had never been able to enjoy. He felt this because he had chosen to set the bar very high, thinking of male friendship as an indissoluble union tinged with erotic feeling -the kind of Blutbrüderschaft D. H. Lawrence sometimes yearned for. Although Oscar Wilde is supposed to have said that Byron's friendship with Shelley ended when the older poet tried to make love to the younger, it was not a relationship of that kind and therefore failed to pass the Lord Clare test. Friendship comes in all shapes and sizes. Perhaps the most common form involves a shared social background and that most unifying of bonds, a store of common memories. But two individuals can also be friends because they are committed to a common cause and, as a result, have the same outlook on life. Byron and Shelley fit into neither of these categories. It no doubt mattered that they were both poets and therefore had similar interests, but for Shelley this eventually became more of a 37 Ibid., x. 34. hindrance than a help. What really bound them together for so long is now irrecoverable: one would have, as the saying goes, to have been there. The criticisms of Byron in Shelley's letters often make the writer sound like a humourless prig, but there is ample evidence that he had a sense of fun and also, from time to time, a childlike gaiety which his associates found endearing. On the attractions of his company otherwise, Horace Smith left an interesting record when he reported, 'to talk with a man of undoubted genius, who felt such a devout reverence for what he believed to be the truth that he laid his whole many-thoughted mind bare before you, was indeed a treat'. 38 Those who reported on what it was like to be with Byron often noted two surprising features. One was that someone who could seem so proud and aloof was actually friendly and (to use Shelley's word) unassuming. The other was that the creator of so many misanthropic heroes could, in certain moods, be as convivial as Dr Johnson, that other life-long depressive. But whatever their particular qualities, the two men clearly responded to each other and enjoyed spending time together. Byron's disinclination to describe that time as 'friendship' is a consequence of a distinctive outlook on life. It is significant that Shelley referred to the pessimism which both he and Peacock found in canto IV of Childe Harold as insanity. Byron himself said that the depression he suffered from in 1816, after the separation from his wife, was so severe that he was frightened of going mad. In that year he wrote a poem about a woman who had fascinated him when he was 15 and who later suffered a breakdown with psychotic interludes. Contrasting her madness with what he must have felt was likely to become his own, he noted that, the glance Of melancholy is a fearful gift; What is it but the telescope of truth? Which strips the distance of its phantasies, And brings life near in utter nakedness, Making the cold reality too real! 39 Reading Byron's minor verse does not have many rewards but there is a directness and acuity of self-knowledge in this passage which is impressive. What it describes is reality as Pascal saw it, the kind too much of which T. S. Eliot thought human beings could not bear. Shelley might have had more success in converting Byron to more cheerful views if, instead of saying that it was his duty to hope, he had urged him to put away his 38 
